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Projects and project-based careers are subject to high levels of uncertainty.   Projects by their very 
nature are fundamentally uncertain and because they are expected to be finite they also give rise to 
career uncertainty.  Interviews exploring the career journeys of sixty people in project based roles 
suggest that those who choose to enter and continue in project roles see challenge and opportunity in 
the uncertainties they present. As work becomes increasingly project-based this has implications for 
choice and development of those assigned to project work, and for the human resources practices 
associated with their management.    
 







 Projects and project-based careers are subject to high levels of uncertainty.   Projects by their 
very nature are fundamentally uncertain (Atkinson, Crawford, & Ward, 2006) and because they are 
expected to be finite they also give rise to career uncertainty.  Drawing on Social Cognitive Career 
Theory (SCCT) (Lent, Brown and Hackett, 1994) as the framework for analysis, interviews exploring 
the career journeys of sixty people in project based roles suggest that those who choose to enter and 
continue in project roles are most likely to have a strong sense of self-efficacy and see challenge and 
opportunity in the uncertainties they present. As work becomes increasingly project-based (Lindgren 
& Packendorff, 2006) this has implications for choice and development of those assigned to project 
work, and for the human resources practices associated with their management.    
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 There is a general acceptance that the pace of change is introducing increasing levels of 
uncertainty into the world and therefore to all aspects of organization, both permanent and temporary. 
While the day to day activities of an organization, or business as usual (BAU) are undertaken by 
permanent organizations, temporary organizations or projects are formed to undertake business 
improvements; develop new businesses, products, services and markets; introduce new technologies, 
processes or ways of working; and build or acquire new physical infrastructure and assets.  For 
permanent organizations, carrying out day-to-day business, there remains an expectation of stability.  
By contrast, projects, as temporary organizations, are expected to be less stable and more flexible and 
to embrace uncertainty.  The Rethinking Project Management report (2004-2006) identified that 
practitioner development should incorporate learning how to handle both “complexity and uncertainty 
in projects and programmes” (Walker, Cicmil, Thomas, Anbari, & Bredillet, 2008, p. 171). 
 Projects can be distinguished from business as usual because they involve the planning and 
delivery, in the present, of a product or service that is to be delivered in the future.  When the project 
is first conceived it exists only in the imagination of its promoters and creators.  It’s completion 
requires imagining a series of steps that may or may not work out as planned, in an evolving and 
changing context, with potential interactions for which the consequences are unforeseen (Crawford & 
Cooke-Davies, 2010).  It could be described as a process of enfolding an envisaged future into a 
known present (Pitsis, Clegg, Marosszeky, & Rura-Polley, 2003).  Projects are therefore inherently a 
more uncertain context than business as usual which is already known and experienced, and thus 
forms a predictable basis from which to plan variations.  
 Project teams, existing solely for the purpose of accomplishing a particular set of outputs and 
outcomes, are by their nature temporary regardless of whether the people who make up the team are 
employees of the permanent organization, employees of a supplier organization, or self-employed 
contractors hired specifically for the duration of the project or program (Turner & Müller, 2003).  This 
has implications for careers in project roles.  In the permanent organization career progression is 
largely signified by position in the hierarchy by job title and pay scale.  There is usually an expectation 
of similarity of work at increasing levels of complexity and authority and an associated expectation of 
continuity of employment.  For those in project roles, even when substantively employed by a 
permanent organization and assigned to a project, there is expectation of discontinuity and uncertainty 
in terms of future assignments.  Progression in projects, as temporary organizations, is signified not 
only by project related job titles that may indicate increasing levels of responsibility (e.g. Project 
Manager, Project Director, Program Manager) but by the type and nature of project assignments.   
Traditional career theory views a career from the perspective of the formerly prevailing form of 
permanent organization.  From this perspective, a career unfolds within the hierarchy of roles in an 
organisation through which those entering progress by moving from one related job to another in a 
sequence decided by the organisation’s structure (McDonald, Brown, & Bradley, 2005). They assume 
stability and an associated level of certainty that enables stages of career to be predicted as if secure jobs 
still dominated within traditional organisational structures (Savickas et al., 2009). These approaches 
dominated in the past because organisational structures supported them (Sullivan, 1999).  
The flattening of organisational structures; increased use of teams as a result of the quality movement; 
and, the projectification of work have introduced uncertainty and, led to new and different career types. 
By the end of the 20th century, economic and technological change as a result of globalisation had led 
to new models of career including protean and boundary-less career models (Briscoe, Hall, & DeMuth, 
2006) indicating that greater uncertainty in the form of shorter employment spans, contract work and 
changes in career direction were being acknowledged.  
 The use of the word ‘protean’ to describe an approach to career indicates flexibility and 
adaptability (Inkson, 2006). Those exhibiting this approach to their career are said to be driven by 
internal values which guide career actions and choices and to be self directed in managing their careers 
(Segers, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs, Bartram, & Henderickx, 2008). Careers are often described as 
‘boundary-less’ to indicate that limits or restrictions no longer exist (Inkson, 2006) although this also 
implies a higher level of uncertainty. Those pursuing a boundary-less career embrace uncertainty 
through their willingness to move within and between organisations and change their geographic 
location, in order to achieve their career goals (Segers et al., 2008).  
 Analysing careers through the constructivist lens, Bassot (2012, p. 12) stated that 
“Constructivism as a paradigm posits that learning is an active process, where the learner builds his or 
her knowledge in an on-going way”. Taking on a new and challenging project role provides opportunity 
that can help to build an individual’s career but the choice of responding to such opportunity requires 
initiative and the willingness to embrace uncertainty.  Reflecting this inherent uncertainty, Bloch (2005) 
used nonlinear dynamics, chaos and complexity theories in an effort to develop a theory of career 
development for today’s less certain workplace. The theory of career development that Bloch (2005) 
attempted to develop explains how careers unfold today, reflecting the nature of the workplace and the 
extent to which individuals and organizations adapt to new and different ways of conducting their 
activities.  
Social Cognitive Career Theory 
 Social cognitive career theory (SCCT) provides a useful framework for understanding how 
those choosing to work in project roles may be more likely to see opportunity rather than risk in the 
inherent uncertainty of projects.  SCCT explains that people form interests, make career choices and 
achieve relative degrees of career success.  Based on Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, SCCT 
focuses on cognitive variables including self-efficacy, outcome expectations and goals and their 
interaction with other personal (e.g. gender, ethnicity) and contextual factors (e.g. education, learning 
experiences, financial and social) that may present barriers or provide support in shaping career 
choices and progression.  Such interactions are complex as opportunities, resources, barriers and 
affordances are subject to individual differences in interpretation and response (Astin, 1984; 
Vondracek, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 1986).  Since it’s articulation by Lent, Brown and Hackett in 
1994, SCCT has been widely used as a theoretical framework for research and understanding of career 
choice.  Although it has been further developed, the key variables remain largely the same.  Figure 1 
indicates the theoretical relationship between these variables and their contribution to work 
satisfaction. 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
 Cognitive abilities and skills, personal characteristics and a range of contextual factors such as 
family background and resources give rise to interests that influence educational and career choices.  
Learning experiences, through education, work and life, moderate interests and choices. School leavers 
considering career choices are most likely to be drawn to the established disciplines. They would have 
been unlikely in the past and even at the present time, to consider project management as an initial career 
choice because it is only recently that undergraduate degrees in project management have started to 
become available.  
 Self-efficacy is a person’s confidence in their ability to successfully undertake work tasks and 
respond to challenges. Self-efficacy has been found to be a predictor of academic and career choice and 
success and both relevant skills and a strong sense of self efficacy are considered necessary for 
competent performance of complex tasks (Lent et al., 1994). Aitken (2011) found that project managers 
have a stronger belief in their own actions resulting in positive outcomes as evidenced by their general 
level of self-efficacy relative to general populations.  While self-efficacy is concerned with personal 
confidence to respond and take action, outcome expectations relate to potential consequences of 
decision and action.  Anticipated outcomes may be financial, social including identity and recognition, 
approval or promotion, self- satisfaction, or the desire to make a societal contribution. 
 Coping efficacy is the ability to deal with potentially adverse circumstances and barriers to 
performance achievement.   
 Goals are desired outcomes that drive and direct behaviour.  Such goals may include career 
direction and progression, work opportunities, financial or social rewards, or they may be desired levels 
of workplace performance.  They may therefore be the same or similar to expected outcomes, but are 
qualitatively different in that they are a fundamental aspect of personal agency.  One may expect or 
anticipate certain outcomes.  One plans, takes decisions and actions and pursues specific directions 
usually over a period of time to achieve desired goals.   
 Contextual factors are those aspects of the person and their environment in their formative 
years and throughout their work life, generally in the form of supports or barriers, which influence their 
choices in terms of interests, goals, and actions (Lent et al, 1994).  Characteristics of the person relevant 
to career choice and progression include aspects of their personality, ethnicity, gender and health profile.  
These characteristics interact with other contextual factors such as parental, partner or teacher support 
or discouragement, family history including potential career role models, financial status and aspects of 
the external environment such as organizational context and economic conditions particularly those 
affecting work opportunities.   
 Project management is often referred to as the accidental profession (Darrell, Baccarini, & Love, 
2010; Hodgson, Paton, & Cicmil, 2011). Traditionally, people find themselves carrying out project based 
work having undertaken degrees or training in established disciplines such as engineering, economics, 
or business (Paton, Hodgson, & Cicmil, 2010).  Project management has not, to date, been an initial 
career choice although this may be expected to change in coming years.   
SCCT highlights the differences in perception of individuals faced by career choices.  Those with higher 
levels of self-efficacy are more likely to seek and respond to challenge and opportunity and those with 
higher levels of coping efficacy are more likely not only to be able to cope effectively with uncertainty 
but to actively seek it as presenting “a character building opportunity, or even a personal context or 
challenge” (Lent et al, 2000).   Uncertainty can be considered a contextual factor, which is highly 
prevalent in project based work.   
 This paper responds to identified need for better understanding of project based careers and 
human resource management (Huemann, 2010; Hölzle, 2010; Bredin & Söderlund, 2012).  It uses 
SCCT as a lens to explore the extent to which uncertainty is seen as a challenge and opportunity by 
those in project based roles.  The results have implications for choosing, assigning, developing and 
retaining people for project based work, and for the human resources practices associated with their 
management.    
 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
 A qualitative research design was adopted for this research, using a survey approach to gain 
insight into the career journeys and experiences of practicing project managers.  A snowball approach 
to sampling was used to identify respondents. Sixty interviews were conducted across two industry 
sector groups: engineering/construction and information technology/business. The survey consisted of 
semi-structured depth interviews with those in project roles.  Such roles included but were not limited 
to construction managers, project and program managers. A conscious attempt was made to engage 
interviewees at various stages in their career journeys.  The average age of those interviewed was 42, 
the youngest being 24 and the eldest, 61 years. 
 Face to face interviews were conducted at a location determined by the interviewees or by 
telephone.  The semi-structured interview format was developed through a literature search and each 
interview lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  
Participation was voluntary. Responses were treated as anonymous and results confidential. Data were 
analysed and coded using the qualitative analysis software, Atlas.ti (Friese, 2012) drawing on Lent, 
Brown and Hackett’s (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994; Lent & Brown, 2006; Brown, Lent, Telander, & 
Tramayne, 2011) model of social cognitive and contextual influences on career choice behaviour.  Due 
to the qualitative nature of the study findings and discussion will be presented together.  
Insert Table 1 about here 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 To explore the extent to which those in project based roles see the uncertainty of projects and 
of project based work as a challenge and opportunity, interviews were analysed and coded according 
to the factors identified by SCCT to provide insight into personality, self and coping efficacy as 
influencing career choice and progression. Concepts explored include personal characteristics, 
expressed confidence in personal ability to undertake work tasks and respond to challenges (self 
efficacy) and response to adverse circumstances and barriers to performance achievement (coping 
efficacy).  The project environment, with its inherent uncertainty, and the uncertainty of project based 
employment represent key contextual factors.   
 
Personal Characteristics 
 Results indicate an acceptance that personality does play an important part in career choices, 
success and career progression.  
I’ve always liked running projects ...  I like the challenge.  It has to be a certain person 
though…  Someone that is adaptable, who wants to see a finished goal and can actually 
juggle, and can see the big picture ... [C32_M_CON] 
A female construction industry participant stated that  
... for women you’ve got to be driven to know where you want to go. ... [women], when I 
worked with [Construction Company] they were really driven to be in the field, get that 
experience and do all that. Then there are ... others ... who are happy just to be the 
document controllers, or the secretaries. It’s just the personality, I think. [F5_F_CON] 
 This interviewee’s comments highlight the link between personality, self-efficacy and career 
progression.  When asked if she felt that it was personality, rather than gender, that led to this group of 
women not using the construction management qualifications to progress their careers, the participant 
responded “exactly”. Those with low levels of self-efficacy may not possess the same ability to persist 
if faced with setbacks (Bandura, 1997), uncertainty or ‘potentially adverse circumstances’. 
Self-Efficacy 
 The results provide support for previous research indicating that those in project based roles 
are likely to have high levels of self-efficacy when compared to a general population (Aitken, 2011). 
There is ample evidence that project personnel enjoy variety and challenge and have confidence in 
their ability to successfully tackle complex tasks.  Confidence in personal skills and abilities is clearly 
expressed: 
In all the roles I’ve had, I’ve had a really good success in ensuring that I get the right 
mixture of project management, of commercial and all those other sorts of things as well.  
[C25_M_ENG]  
Coming from an engineering background and having worked technically I feel well 
placed to interface with technical people as well as business people.  [C30_M_IT/BUS] 
 And, there is a desire for progression and greater challenge: 
…… if I was given a project to deliver, I would do it a few times, then want to go to the 
next level and want to influence which projects we do, influence the business case, 
influence strategy. [C34_M_IT/BUS] 
 Self-efficacy was expressed in terms of willingness to take on difficult tasks, opening 
opportunities: 
If you’re not scared of failing you’ll take the jobs on.  A lot of people shy away from 
difficulties.  That interest in doing something unusual led to lots of other things. 
[C31_M_IT/BUS] 
 Women demonstrate self-efficacy but in a more reserved and reflective manner than men, 
supporting evidence that women are less inclined to self promotion ( Rudman, 1998; Marcus, 2014): 
I have a combination of big picture thinking and ability and sort of draw those things out, 
but also an eye for detail in terms of implementing this kind of change. [B6_F_CON] 
 Evidence of self-efficacy supports the view that career progression in projects requires a 
protean or self directed, self managed approach in which track record and ability to deliver are 
paramount:  
…. I think in this industry you have got to be sort of self motivated if you want to get 
anywhere.  [The company] are … of the opinion that you throw people in at the deep end 
and if you swim to the top you keep moving forward whereas if you don’t you kind of get 
parked to a certain extent. [B10_M_CON] 
… It’s all results.  If you can run your projects, and prove that you can run them. …..I 
think over time my track record has spoken for itself. [F3_M_CON] 
 There is acceptance that career progression is a personal responsibility that requires 
proactivity: 
At the end of the day I believe everything falls on your own shoulders though, and 
it’s up to the individual to make a move and ask for development and career 
progression.” [C9_M_ENG] 
The only person responsible for me developing further, or not doing that, is myself, I 
would think. [C36_M_IT/BUS] 
Coping Efficacy 
 Uncertainty is one of the potentially adverse circumstances that face those who choose project 
based roles.  Coping efficacy, a specific aspect of self-efficacy, is a factor in determining how people 
will interpret and respond to potential obstacles and barriers. Those with high self and coping efficacy 
are more likely to see barriers as opportunities and challenges. It is a matter of perception and attitude.  
One female project manager said she had not encountered anything in her career journey that she 
would consider as a barrier and if she did, she would apply her negotiation skills [C26_F_IT/BUS]. 
 Another interviewee who denied they had faced any barriers to their career said: 
If you’re really hungry for it, you will get it.  I haven’t had any barriers in my way.  I’ve 
been very lucky.  I think it’s about the individual.  If you want it, you will get it.  I just 
keep looking for it, saying that I’d like a mentor.  And eventually it comes to you.  I want 
to be a senior project manager, and I will get there.   [C33_M_Eng] 
 Expressing a high level of personal agency, one interviewee stated that: 
As far as barriers are concerned … the only barrier to anything you want to do is 
yourself so you have to just get out there and do it. [C5_M_Eng] 
 Continuing this theme, a female project manager in the IT/Business sector said: 
I don’t believe there are any specific barriers if you are prepared to show initiative. 
[C14_F_Bus] 
 For some, barriers and adversity are acknowledged but proactively addressed and re-
interpreted as opportunities: 
I was being bullied, and then you see the culture starts at the top so you might as well 
move on, which was the best thing I ever did anyway.  … .  In this [new] group, ... they’re 
so on the front foot and embrace moving forward and don’t care if you work remotely, 
Just as long as you get the job done.  They’re great.  [C26_M_IT/Bus] 
I didn’t have the same ethical policies as this person, so I decided it was the best thing to 
just go and seek something else.  And it turned out to be the best thing I had ever done.  I 
had my previous bosses ... and I had offers … to come and work for them. [C25_M_Eng] 
 Even significant career challenges can be re-interpreted as a stepping stone to opportunity and 
further progression.  Impacted by environmental uncertainty of the Global Financial Crisis, one 
interviewee in the engineering sector had his project cancelled and found himself stranded in a foreign 
country with his family with “thirty days to get out”.  He perceived it as a door opening for him not a 
setback. 
I just pushed and pushed and pushed, and I had friends there who knew my skills, so I 
just utilised the friendships.  That was the jump to [new company] which was excellent 
for my career.  [C25_M_Eng] 
The Uncertainty of Project Based Employment 
 As projects are of limited duration, they can give rise to uncertainty of employment reflecting 
a broader environment in which there is an increasing “reliance on temporary or contract positions” 
(Amundson, 2006, p. 4).  For some, the decision to pursue temporary/contract vs permanent 
employment is seen as a function of risk appetite influenced by personal circumstances at a point in 
time and a trade-off between security and flexibility, in some cases associated with job satisfaction.    
I’m at a period in my life now where that little bit of risk and uncertainty probably isn’t 
as risky as it once would have been, just because of personal circumstances, economic 
stability being more in place now, I would have been very uncomfortable doing it a long 
time ago…. [C11_F_ENG] 
 For others who expressed a preference for permanent employment, the main reasons 
given were job security and family commitments although others cited disadvantages of 
contract work such as 
When you are classified as a contractor you are treated differently – excluded from 
things.  You don’t get access to certain things. [F9_M_ENG] 
and 
…. it’s hard to have the right mind set unless you are a full time or part time employee. 
[C3_M_Bus] 
 Supporting the view that those who choose project based work are comfortable with 
uncertainty, seeing it as offering challenge and opportunity, many interviewees expressed favourable 
attitudes to temporary or contract based work.  Freedom and flexibility were cited as advantages of 
temporary and contract based employment: 
I guess the freedom of contracting, picking your employer, your industry, and perhaps 
even picking when and with whom you do training because you’re self-funded, there’s 
advantages in that. [C4_M_IT/BUS] 
I enjoyed being a contractor.  I enjoyed the freedom to be pure, that I didn’t have to 
worry about my career. [C18_M_IT/BUS] 
I get bored easily.  And it has given me time to travel, for instance.  You can leave the 
industry for a while, then return quite easily, which you can’t do as a line manager. 
[C19_M_IT/BUS] 
 Generally, respondents expressed a strong desire for continuous learning and job challenge 
and opportunities for this were cited as advantages of working on a contractual basis: 
So you can build up different perspectives on organizations depending on project 
duration or whether you see plenty of projects coming through. [C4_M_IT/BUS]  
I think it has given me more opportunities.  [C33_M_ENG] 
… contracting gives you the challenge that you require.  Contracting throws you into the 
deep end which you can come out of shining.  In the permanent positions I think you are 
a little bit sheltered, because the opportunities don’t always keep coming.  I think the 
development is slower.  With a contractor you are like a hired gun and deliver. 
[C34_M_IT/BUS] 
Full time is more money, but now the job satisfaction is greater but I am on contract with 
less money. [F8_M_IT/BUS] 
 A number of people considered that both permanent and temporary employment forms offered 
advantages, with consulting potentially offering the benefits of both worlds – a permanent 
employment base with multiple project assignments: 
There’s advantages and disadvantages for each, I found advantages being my own 
person when I was contracting, I found advantages being part of an umbrella 
organization when I was with [Consulting Firm]. [C4_M_IT/BUS] 
I have worked full time, contract and consulting. It really came down to opportunity. …. 
Consulting I found was a really good way of improving my knowledge exponentially very 
quickly, they say that one year in consulting is the equivalent to three years in a normal 
client situation. The full time was for job security etc. [C10_M_IT/BUS] 
I have done short and long term, permanent and contracting.  They have all added to my 
skill set. [C32_M_CON] 
CONCLUSION 
 Findings from this research support an argument that those who choose and continue in 
project based roles have the personal characteristics and sufficiently high levels of both self and 
coping efficacy to deal effectively with the uncertainty inherent in the nature of projects and of project 
based employment.  Generally, it is the characteristics of project based work that attract those who 
choose project roles, and keep them engaged.  The majority of interviewees say it is the variety, 
challenge and learning opportunities of project based work that they enjoy and that encourages them to 
continue.  Even those who prefer the perceived security of permanent employment are looking for 
challenge and learning opportunities while those who actively seek temporary or contract 
engagements welcome the freedom, flexibility and learning offered by this form of employment.  
There is a general acceptance that project based careers are boundary-less and there is evidence that 
those in project based roles take a protean approach to their careers, where they see themselves as 
masters of their own destiny, responsible for carving out their own career opportunities and direction.   
For project leaders the challenge is to provide graduates with opportunities to develop higher levels of 
self-efficacy if they are to gain the greatest benefit from the knowledge and skills provided by their 
education.  One way of doing this is to provide new recruits with a positive atmosphere, in particular a 
sense of community, in their work environment, an approach found by Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 
(2007) to be associated with the ongoing success of newly qualified teachers. Social cognitive theory 
supports the belief that beliefs and interests can be modified (Hartman & Betz, 2007).  
 This research demonstrates self-efficacy is required in many workplaces today in order to gain 
access to development to support career progress as the employee needs the confidence to make and 
support their requests for developmental opportunities. For those who are yet to experience increased 
self-efficacy, the protean career approach could present challenges and contribute to poor career 
progression.  Selection, assignment, development and retention of people in project based roles should 
take into consideration the importance of both self and coping efficacy as requirements for dealing 
with uncertainty and the need to support variety, learning and opportunity for project practitioners.  To 
increase the number of people who seek work in project roles, and develop and retain them, supportive 
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Figure 1:  Model of Career Choice and Progression Based on models developed and presented by 





Table 1: Research participants by industry and gender 
 
Engineering / 
Construction Business / IT Total % 
Male 21 21 42 70% 
Female 10 8 18 30% 
Total 31 29 60 100% 
 
